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In  October  of  1989,  Statistics  Canada  conducted  the  Survey  of 
Literacy  Skills  Used  in  Daily  Activities   (LSUDA)    in  order  to 
directly  assess  the  functional  literacy  skills  of  Canadians  aged 
16-69  years.     The  survey,   administered  by  way  of  personal 
interviews  in  respondents'  homes,  used  a  series  of  commonplace 
tasks  of  varying  difficulty,  supplemented  by  a  self-assessment  of 
the  literacy  skills  and  needs  of  Canadians,  to  provide  a  detailed 
literacy  profile  of  the  adult  population  in  Canada.  This 
overview  presents  highlights  of  the  Alberta  results,   focusing  on 
describing  the  literacy  skills  and  needs  of  Albertans. 

The  survey  defined  literacy  as  "the  information  processing  skills 
necessary  to  use  the  printed  material  commonly  encountered  at 
work,  at  home  and  in  the  community",  thus  encompassing  reading, 
writing  and  numeracy  skills.     However,  only  the  reading  and 
numeracy  components  of  the  survey  allowed  for  generalizations  to 
be  made  about  the  broad  ability  levels  of  Albertans.     Based  on 
their  performance  on  a  series  of  literacy  tasks  designed  to 
approximate  those  encountered  in  everyday  life,  the  reading 
abilities  of  respondents  were  grouped  into  four  levels,  ranging 
from  Level  1  at  which  individuals  have  virtually  no  skills  in 
either  official  language  to  Level  4  at  which  people  have  skills 
sufficient  to  meet  most  everyday  reading  requirements.  Numeracy 
skills  were  grouped  into  three  levels  of  ability  ranging  from 
Level  1  at  which  respondents  have  very  limited  ability  to  Level  3 
at  which  people  can  meet  most  everyday  numerical  demands.  [See 
Appendix  A  for  Statistics  Canada's  descriptions  of  the  abilities 
associated  with  the  reading  and  numeracy  levels.] 

In  identifying  those  groups  most  likely  to  experience  literacy 
problems,  the  survey  has  highlighted  the  areas  in  which  efforts 
to  address  the  illiteracy  problem  can  best  be  concentrated. 
While  the  survey  found  that  the  majority  of  adult  Albertans  have 
literacy  skills  sufficient  to  meet  most  everyday  demands,  as 
expected,  certain  groups  within  Alberta  (e.g.,  older  Albertans, 
those  with  low  levels  of  educational  attainment,  immigrants, 
etc.)  have  a  greater  likelihood  of  having  poor  skill  levels.  The 
literacy  survey  represents  the  first  attempt  to  directly  estimate 
the  magnitude  of  the  illiteracy  problem  in  Alberta  and  the  degree 
of  the  differences  in  abilities  between  groups.  As  such,   it  is 
hoped  that  the  results  of  this  survey  will  aid  educators,  service 
providers,  the  government,  employers  and  the  public  in 
identifying  the  most  effective  ways  to  improve  the  overall 
literacy  level  of  Albertans. 
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Overall,  the  results  indicated  that  the  majority  (71%)  of  adult 
Albertans  have  sufficient  reading  skills  to  meet  most  everyday 
demands  (Level  4) .     Another  17%  of  Albertans  can  use  reading 
materials  in  a  variety  of  contexts,  provided  that  the  material  is 
simple  and  clearly  laid  out  (Level  3) .     Approximately  5%  of 
Albertans  have  virtually  no  reading  skills  in  either  of  Canada's 
official  languages  (Level  1) ,  and  another  7%  have  very  limited 
skills  such  as  the  ability  to  recognize  a  familiar  word  in  a 
simple  text  (Level  2) .     These  results  compare  favorably  to  those 
for  all  of  Canada,  which  indicate  that  only  62%  of  adult 
Canadians  have  reading  skills  adequate  to  meet  most  everyday 
requirements . 


PERCENTAGE  DISTRIBUTION  OF  PERSONS  AGED  16-69  YEARS 

BY  READING  LEVEL 

ALBERTA  CANADA 


Notes:  1 .  Persons  who  reported  having  no  skills  in  either  of  Canada's  official  languages  are  included  in  Level  1 . 
2.  The  4.5%  of  Albertans  at  Level  1  was  reported  as  4%  in  a  Statistics  Canada  data  release  on  Reading 
Skills.  Statistics  Canada  confirnied  that  this  estimate  should  be  rounded  to  5%,  not  4%. 
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As  with  reading  skills,  Albertans  also  compare  favorably  to  all 
Canadians  in  terms  of  their  numeracy  skills.     An  estimated  72%  of 
Albertans  aged  16-69  years  have  numeracy  skills  sufficient  to 
deal  with  most  everyday  requirements   (Level  3) .     Another  2  0%  of 
Albertans  are  limited  to  some  extent  in  their  numerical 
abilities,  being  able  to  perform  only  simple  operations  such  as 
addition  or  subtraction  (Level  2).     Finally,  an  estimated  8%  of 
adults  in  Alberta  have  very  limited  numeracy  abilities.  The 
skills  of  this  latter  group  would  enable  them  to,  at  most,  locate 
and  recognize  numbers  in  isolation  or  in  a  short  text. 


PERCENTAGE  DISTRIBUTION  OF  PERSONS  AGED  16-69  YEARS 

BY  NUMERACY  LEVEL 


Notes:  1 .  Excludes  persons  who  reported  having  no  skills  in  either  of  Canada's  official  languages  and  persons 
whose  reading  si<ills  were  too  limited  to  undertake  the  n^in  test  items. 
2.  Statistics  Canada  rounded  the  24.5%  of  Canadians  at  Level  2  to  24%,  rather  than  25%  as  in  nonnal 
rounding,  so  that  the  total  adds  to  1 00%. 
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In  general,  literacy  levels  have  improved  with  succeeding 
generations  of  Albertans.     Those  aged  25-34  years  (82%)  are 
almost  twice  as  likely  as  55-69  year  olds  (46%)  to  have  reading 
skills  that  are  sufficient  to  meet  most  everyday  demands. 
Numeracy  skills  also  tend  to  be  slightly  higher  among  younger  age 
groups,  with  the  exception  of  16-24  year  olds,  among  whom  only 
59%  had  a  level  of  numeracy  skill  adequate  to  deal  with  most 
everyday  requirements.     It  is  not  clear  whether  the  poor 
performance  of  this  age  group  on  the  numeracy  tasks  stems  from  an 
inability  to  perform  the  calculations  or  a  relative  unf amiliarity 
with  the  context  of  the  numeracy  tasks  commonly  encountered  in 
adult  life. 

LITERACY  LEVEL  OF  ALBERTANS  BY  AGE  GROUP 

%  AT  LEVEL  4  READING  %  AT  LEVEL  3  NUMERACY 
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As  would  be  expected,  given  the  relative  unf amiliarity  initially 
of  many  immigrants  with  either  of  Canada's  official  languages, 
immigrants  were  less  likely  (54%)  than  Canadian  born  (75%) 
Albertans  to  have  reading  skills  adequate  to  meet  most  everyday 
requirements.     Immigrants  were  also  found  to  be  somewhat  less 
likely  (62%)  than  Canadian  born  persons  (74%)  to  have  numeracy 
skills  sufficient  to  meet  most  commonplace  demands,  perhaps  due 
to  the  nature  of  the  tasks,  which  involved  numerical  operations 
imbedded  within  the  type  of  documents  and  forms  encountered  in 
everyday  life  in  Canada. 
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Albertans  who  had  experienced  health  problems  or  disabilities 
that  could  affect  learning  also  had  a  lesser  likelihood  of  being 
at  the  highest  level  of  reading  literacy  and  numeracy  ability. 
Less  than  two-thirds  of  this  group  were  at  the  highest  level  of 
reading  and  numeracy  skill,  as  compared  to  almost  three-quarters 
of  those  who  indicated  that  they  had  never  experienced  such 
problems . 

As  one  would  expect,  educational  attainment  was  strongly 
associated  with  the  literacy  skills  of  Albertans.     Only  4  5%  of 
those  who  had  not  graduated  from  high  school  had  reading  skills 
adequate  to  meet  most  everyday  demands,  as  compared  to  70%  of 
high  school  graduates,  and  90%  and  91%  respectively,  of  those  who 
had  some  post-secondary  education  or  had  completed  a  post- 
secondary  program.     Similar  results  were  found  with  numeracy 
ability.     Clearly,  graduation  from  high  school  appears  to  mark  a 
turning  point  at  which  the  likelihood  of  illiteracy  is  greatly 
lessened. 


LITERACY  LEVEL  OF  ALBERTANS  BY  EDUCATIONAL  ATTAINMENT 


%  AT  LEVEL  4  READING 


%  AT  LEVEL  3  NUMERACY 
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The  literacy  level  of  Albertans,  in  particular  reading  skills, 
was  also  related  to  parents'  education.     While  the  influence  of 
fathers'  education  on  the  skills  of  respondents  showed  a 
continuous  positive  association,  the  influence  of  mothers' 
education  turned  on  whether  or  not  one's  mother  had  completed 
high  school.     Only  two-thirds  (66%)  of  Albertans  whose  mothers 
were  not  high  school  graduates  had  reading  skills  sufficient  to 
meet  most  everyday  demands,  as  compared  to  84-85%  among  those 
whose  mothers  had  attained  a  high  school  diploma  or  more. 

Not  surprisingly,  given  the  link  between  education,  employment 
status  and  income,  lower  income  Albertans  are  more  likely  to 
experience  literacy  problems  than  are  higher  income  Albertans. 
While  83%  of  those  with  annual  personal  incomes  of  $30,000  or 
more  have  reading  skills  sufficient  to  meet  most  everyday 
demands,  only  64%  of  those  earning  less  than  $10,000  have  skills 
at  this  level.     Similarly,  86%  of  those  who  earn  $3  0,000  or  more 
are  at  the  highest  level  of  numeracy  ability,  as  compared  to  only 
58%  of  those  with  personal  incomes  of  less  than  $10,000. 


LITERACY  LEVEL  BY  PERSONAL  INCOME  FROM  ALL  SOURCES 


Income  Before  Deductions 

%  at  Level  4 
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%  at  Level  3 
Numeracy 
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Those  Albertans  who  were  employed  at  the  time  of  the  literacy 
survey  were  more  likely  to  have  sufficient  reading  (74%)  and 
numeracy  (76%)   skills  to  meet  most  everyday  requirements,  than 
were  those  who  were  not  currently  working  (61%  had  adequate 
reading  skills  and  57%  had  adequate  numeracy  skills) .  Skill 
levels  were  particularly  low  among  those  who  had  not  worked  at 
all  during  the  year  prior  to  the  survey.     Those  who  were 
unemployed  at  some  point  in  the  year  prior  to  the  survey  were 
less  likely  to  experience  literacy  problems  than  were  those  who 
were  out  of  the  labour  force,  indicating  that  the  labour  force  as 
a  whole,  both  the  employed  and  the  unemployed,  has  a  higher  level 
of  literacy  than  those  out  of  the  labour  force. 
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Response  to  questions  about  the  reading  and  writing  requirements 
encountered  at  work  suggest  that  the  vast  majority  of  all  jobs 
require  individuals  who  have,  at  minimum,  basic  reading  and 
writing  skills.     For  example,   85%  of  the  employed  indicated  that 
their  jobs  required  them  to  read  letters,  memos  or  notes,   and  8  0% 
are  required  to  write  notes,  memos,  messages  or  letters. 


READING  AND  WRITING  REQUIREMENTS  OF  EMPLOYMENT 

I  %  WHOSE  JOBS  REQUIRE  THEM  TO:  1 
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RECORDS  OR  CHARTS 

WRITE  NOTES.  MEMOS.  MESSAGES  OR  LETTERS 

WRITE  TECHNICAL  SPECIFICATIONS.  ESTIMATES 
OR  COMPUTER  PROGRAMS 

WRITE  REPORTS.  ARTICLES  OR  MANUALS 
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*  Job  requirements  pertain  to  the  cun-ent  or  most  recent  job  held  by  persons  who  were  employed  at  the  time  of  the  survey  or  within  the  past  year. 
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The  vast  majority  of  the  employed  felt  that  their  reading  (88%) 
and  writing  (85%)   skills  are  not  a  limitation  to  their  job 
opportunities,  and  93%  felt  that  their  reading  skills  were 
adequate  for  other  areas  of  their  life.     Among  those  employed 
respondents  who  did  perceive  skill  inadequacies  or  limitations, 
job-related  literacy  training,  specialized  job  training  and 
programs  that  aid  in  the  pursuit  of  fomal  education  were  seen  as 
the  most  useful  types  of  training.     Those  who  viewed  basic 
literacy  programs  as  useful  preferred  that  they  be  taught  by  an 
instructor  from  a  local  school  or  community  college. 
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On  a  scale  of  1  to  5,  with  1  being  poor  and  5  being  excellent, 
the  majority  (68%)  of  Albertans  rated  their  own  reading  and 
writing  skills  in  English  as  good  to  excellent  (4  or  5  on  the 
scale) .     Another  25%  of  Albertans  gave  their  skills  a  neutral 
rating  (3  on  the  scale) ,  and  only  7%  considered  their  skills  to 
be  poor  (1  or  2  on  the  scale) . 

Given  that  the  majority  of  Albertans  assessed  their  own  skills 
positively,  it  is  not  surprising  to  find  that  63%  of  Albertans 
are  very  satisfied  with  their  reading  and  writing  skills  in 
English.     Another  26%  indicated  that  they  are  somewhat  satisfied 
with  their  skills,  and  only  11%  indicated  that  they  are  either 
somewhat  or  very  dissatisfied  with  their  skills. 

Finally,  the  survey  found  that  there  is  a  positive  relationship 
between  the  objective  measure  of  reading  skills  as  assessed  by 
the  literacy  tasks,  and  the  perceived  skills  of  respondents, 
particularly  at  the  higher  levels  of  ability.     For  example,  the 
vast  majority  (81%)  of  those  with  reading  skills  sufficient  to 
meet  most  everyday  demands  rated  their  own  skills  as  good  to 
excellent.     There  is  somewhat  less  correspondence  among  the 
actual  and  perceived  abilities  of  those  with  lower  skill  levels, 
in  that  many  of  them  do  not  perceive  their  skills  to  be  as  poor 
as  was  indicated  by  their  performance  on  the  literacy  tasks. 
This  suggests  that  a  substantial  portion  of  those  with  serious 
literacy  problems  may  not  seek  help  with  their  skills  in  the  form 
of  literacy  programming. 
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APPENDIX  A 


DESCRIPTION  OF  THE  READING  AND  NUMERACY  LEVELS 


READING  LEVELS  (1-4) 

Level 

1: 

Canadians  at  this  level  have  difficulty  dealing  with 
printed  materials.     They  most  likely  identify 
themselves  as  people  who  cannot  read. 

Level 

2: 

Canadians  at  this  level  can  use  printed  materials 
only  for  limited  purposes  such  as  finding  a  familiar 
word  in  a  simple  text.     They  would  likely  recognize 
unemse j.ves  as  naving  u.j.i.i.x(^u± uxeo  wj-uii  c^ununon 
reading  materials. 

Level 

3: 

Canadians  at  this  level  can  use  reading  materials  in 
a  variety  of  situations  provided  the  material  is 
simple,  clearly  laid  out  and  the  tasks  involved  are 
not  too  complex.     While  these  people  generally  do 
not  see  themselves  as  having  major  reading 
difficulties,  they  tend  to  avoid  situations 
requiring  reading. 

Level 

4: 

Canadians  at  this  level  meet  most  everyday  reading 
demands.     This  is  a  large  and  diverse  group  which 
exhibits  a  wide  range  of  reading  skills. 

NUMERACY  LEVELS  (1-3) 

Level 

1: 

Canadians 
abilities 
recognize 

at  this  level  have  very  limited  numeracy 
which  enable  them  to,  at  most,  locate  and 
numbers  in  isolation  or  in  a  short  text. 

Level 

2: 

Canadians 
requiring 
operation 

at  this  level  can  deal  with  material 
them  to  perform  a  simple  numerical 
such  as  an  addition  or  subtraction. 

Level 

3: 

Canadians  at  this  level  can  deal  with  material 
requiring  them  to  perform  simple  sequences  of 
numerical  operations  which  enable  them  to  meet 
everyday  demands. 
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APPENDIX  B 


LITERACY  SURVEY  RESPONSE  RATE  AND 
PRODUCTION  OP  THE  POPULATION  ESTIMATES 


Selected 

Number  of 

Response 

Sample  Size 

Respondents 

Rate 

Alberta 

1,248 

862 

69% 

Canada 

13,571 

9,455 

70% 

The  selected  sample  size 

for  Alberta  was 

augmented  by 

the 

provision  of  additional  funding  by  Alberta  Advanced  Education. 
As  can  be  seen  from  the  above,  862  Albertans  out  of  the  selected 
sample  of  1,248  responded  to  the  survey.     The  response  rate  of 
69%  in  Alberta  is  comparable  to  the  response  rate  of  70%  that  was 
achieved  nationally.     An  analysis  of  non-respondents  by  age  and 
education,  conducted  by  Statistics  Canada,  indicated  that  there 
was  no  apparent  concentration  of  non-response  in  any  particular 
age  group  or  among  individuals  with  a  particular  level  of 
educational  attainment.     In  other  words,  the  pattern  of  non- 
response  appears  to  be  randomly  distributed,  meaning  that  the 
responding  sample  is  not  biased,  at  least  in  terms  of  age  and 
educational  attainment. 

Since  the  results  obtained  from  the  responding  sample  are  used  to 
produce  estimates  that  refer  to  the  population,  weights  must  be 
applied  to  each  record  in  order  to  produce  results  that  are 
representative  of  the  population.     The  weights  take  into  account 
the  different  probabilities  of  sample  selection  and  correct  for 
the  rate  of  non-response  by  stratum.     The  use  of  the  weights 
allows  us  to  produce  survey  estimates  from  our  sample  that 
closely  approximate  the  results  that  would  be  found  among  the 
entire  population  from  which  the  sample  was  drawn.     All  the 
estimates  produced  in  the  present  report  meet  Statistics  Canada's 
guidelines  for  the  release  of  estimates. 
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